






















teeth oftbe Cretaceous ray Ptychodus from Spillman material 
from near Columbus. A Cretaceous shark tooth from Texas, 
a Cretaceous shark tooth from near Columbus, and a bony fish 
tooth plate were named by Leidy in 1872, from Spillman 
material. Many of the earlier described Spillman specimens, 
including those of the 1872 paper, were re-described and 
figured in Leidy's 1873 monograph. Many ofthe Cretaceous 
vertebrates first described from Spillman material from Mis
sissippi were later discovered from the great Cretaceous chalk · 
beds of Kansas. As a result of Spillman's efforts many taxa 
(some rarely collected later) were put in the scientific record. 

SPILLMAN FOSSIL COLLECTING SITES 

As previously noted, Dr. Spillman was well known for 
his excellent fossil collection, which he made available for 
study to a wide array of specialists. Unfortunately, because 
the bulk of that large collection has since been lost (save for 
material sent to the Academy of Natural Science at Philadel
phia and a few specimens sent to the Geological Survey of 
Alabama) and because many of the published specimens were 
recorded only as from "the Columbus area" (probably at least 
part of the time only because Spillman lived in Columbus) or 
simply as from "Mississippi," relatively little specific locality 
data exists on his collecting sites. 

His most important invertebrate fossil collecting site was 
clearly the Owl Creek Bluff site, about 3 miles northeast of 
Ripley, in Tippah County, Mississippi (Stephenson and 
Monroe, 1940, p. 18; Soh!, 1960, p. 5, 22). This site, in the 
late Cretaceous Owl Creek Formation, is especially signifi
cant because of the excellent preservation of aragonitic 
mollusk shells, something usually lost to dissolution at most 
Mississippi Cretaceous sites. Most of the material Spillman 
sent toT. A. Conrad and published in Conrad (1858) and 
( 1860) was from this site. As Soh! ( 1960, p. 6) noted, some of 
the Spillman material in Conrad (1860) likely came from 
another nearby area, in a lower bed. Based on preservation 
of the material and taxon ranges, it is likely that some of it was 
from the Ripley Formation of northeastern Union County, 
Mississippi. 

Dr. Spillman did at least a little collecting in the late 
Cretaceous Prairie Bluff Formation as well. The type speci
men of Gyrodes spillmani Gabb, 1861 is fTom the Prairie 
Bluff of Mississippi (Soh!, 1960. p. I 19). A single ammonite 
specimen in the Geological Survey of Alabama collection 
(GSA 63-2, a specimen of Sphenodiscus) is recorded as 
collected by Dr. Spillman from the type locality of the 
format ion. at Prairie Bluff Landing, in Wilcox County, 
Alabama. 

Not all the fossil invertebrates collected by Spillman 
were Cretaceous (though apparently most were). A few 
middle and late Eocene mollusks collected by Spillman in 
Alabama were described by Gabb ( 1860). 
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Spillman's most important vertebrate fossil sites were 
those closest to his home - sites in the late Cretaceous 
Tombigbee Sand Member at the top of the Eutaw Formation, 
exposed in cut banks along the Tombigbee River northwest of 
Columbus. As noted by Harper (1857, p. 280) and Hilgard 
( 1860, p. 74) most ofSpillman's fossils recorded as from near 
Columbus, or from Lowndes County, are likely from Ply
mouth Bluff, about 4 miles west-northwest of Columbus, in 
north-central Lowndes County (see Stephenson and Monroe, 
1940, p. 72-73, 68). It is likely that most of the Spillman 
vertebrate material described by Leidy and Cope came from 
that site. It is also likely that much of the Spillman material 
poorly described by Tuomey (1854) was also from this site, 
notably the inoceram ids, which are common at the site. Some 
of the Spillman mollusks described by Conrad (I 858, p. 335) 
may also have been from Plymouth Bluff. 

While most of Dr. Spillman's Tombigbee Sand collec
tions I ikely der.ived from Plymouth Bluff, especially since this 
prolific site is closest to Columbus, it is certainJy true that he 
also collected at at least two other Tombigbee Sand sites north 
of Plymouth Bluff, in eastern Clay County. Harper ( 1857, p. 
282, footnote44)suggests that Barton's Bluff( see Stephenson 
and Monroe, 1940, p. 75-76, 68) was something of a favorite 
collecting site of Dr. Spillman's, as he "had the kindness to 
conduct me to this remarkable place" and "has given it the 
name of Shark's Defeat, on account of the thousands of 
shark's teeth which are continually found there" (Harper, 
1857, p. 282). The shark tooth bed, like that at Plymouth 
Bluff, is a transgressive marine lag at the base of the bed. 
Unfortunately, none of the described Spillman vertebrates is 
recorded as com ing specifically from either Plymouth or 
Barton's Bluff. 

At least one piece of evidence shows that Dr. Spillman 
collected at another nearby Tombigbee Sand site in Clay 
County - Vinton Bluff, just north of Barton's Bluff (see 
Stephenson and Monroe, 1940, p. 76, 68). A small collection 
of uncatalogued Cretaceous shark teeth (Figure 4) in the 
Alabama Museum of Natural History (ALAM) collection in 
Tuscaloosa is identified as collected by Dr. Spillman at 
Vinton, in Lowndes County. These teeth are likely from 
Vinton Bluff, near the now-extinct town of Vinton. The site 
was originally part of Lowndes County, but later the area was 
removed from that county and made part of Clay County 
(Sohl, 1960, fig. 4). These specimens, and Tippah County 
mollusks in the ALAM collection also collected by Spillman, 
were likely sent by Spillman to mollusk-specialist Aldrich 
late in Spillman's life, probably in the 1880s, and are not part 
of the material sent to Tuomey in the 1850s. 

Dr. Spillman was said to have traveled and collected 
extensively in the "western states" (now the southeast and 
south-central U.S.) between 1832 and 1840 (Johnson, 1936, 
p. 62). Besides material from Mississippi and Alabama, Dr. 
Spillman was reported as sending at least one Cretaceous 
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shark tooth (the type of Otodus divaricatus) to Leidy from a 
Texas site (Leidy, 1872, p. 162- 163; Leidy, 1873, p. 305). It 
is likely that many of the sites collected by Dr. Spillman will 
never be known, probably mostly because he himself did not 
record the locality data as carefully as he might have. 

SPILLMAN'S SCIENTIFIC WORK 

William Spillman is sometimes thought of only as a 
doctor who collected fossi ls in his spare time, as one with no 
real scientific interests in the material (see discussion in the 
following section). While it is true that he published no 
reports on the fossils he collected, this portrayal is still 
inaccurate. 

He did, in fact, write at least one scientific account of 
archaeological excavations he did of Indian mounds in 
Alabama for a Columbus newspaper (Spillman, 1839), soon 
after he arrived in Columbus. As previously noted, he also 
made important contributions to the second and third geo
logic reports on Mississippi. He contributed long, detailed 
faunal lists of the Cretaceous fossils of Lowndes County, 
which were included directly into these reports (Harper, 
1857, p. 280-28 1; llilgard, 1860, p. 389). Thurmond and 
Jones ( 1981 , p. 227) make a bibliographic reference (though 
it does not occur in the text) to a paper by "Spellman, W. 
1863." This citation refers onJy to Spillman's faunal list in 
Hilgard ( 1860, p. 389). His determination of the dip ofthe 
Cretaceous beds in the Lowndes County area (25 feet to the 
mile toward the south-southwest) was also included directly 
in these reports (Harper, 1857, p. 283-284; Hilgard, 1860, p. 
60). 

Besides his research on the archaeology, paleontology 
and geology of Alabama and Mississippi, it must be said that 
his assistance to, and correspondence with, professional ge
ologists and paleontologists was well beyond that of a 
simple fossil collector, however avid. I lis work with these 
specialists did much to further their research. lie acted in this 
capacity partly as a colleague. 

The boundary between scientist and educated amateur 
(especially among physicians and ministers) in the mid
nineteenth century was not as sharp as it is today. Many non
professionals made important contributions to science. 

ATTITUDES TOWARD SPILLMAN 'S WORK 

The approach of scientists to Dr. Spi II man's work changed 
quickly from sincere respect to a subtle denigration of its 
significance. In recent years the trend has continued. 

Early on, comments on his work were glowing. Harper 
{1857, p. 282) said "The importance of Dr. Spillman's 
collection of cretaceous foss ils for the palaeontology of the 
State ofMississippi, will be evident from the above list [of the 
Cretaceous fossil s of Lowndes County]. The doctor has most 
kindly tendered to me, not only his cabinet, for my use, but also 

MISSISSIPPI GEOLOGY, V. 15, No. 4, DECEMBER 1994 

his valuable ass:stance, for which I feel deeply indebted to 
him. It has hitherto been impossible for me to devote much 
time to the palaeontology of the State, but for the fi nal report 
on the geology of the State, the cabinet of Dr. Spillman will 
be a real treasure, and save much time and labor." Likewise. 
Conrad ( 1858, p. 323) said of the Owl Creek Bluff mollusks 
Dr. Spillman had collected and sent to him, and which 
fonned the basis of the paper, "The discovery of these beau
tiful organic remains is due to the indefatigable exertions of 
Or. W. Spillman, of Columbus, ... " 

Shortly aflervvards, however, a subtle emphasis began to 
be made on the amateur nature of Dr. Spillman's work, 
making the compliments a bit backhanded. Hilgard ( 1860, p. 
84) sajd ofhis work "Great credit is due to Dr. S. for the energy 
and enthusiasm with which he has for years pursued, during 
all his leisure hours [emphasis mine], the study of the 
cretaceous formation of Mississippi.' ' Hilgard also rather 
peevishly complained that Dr. Spillman had received too 
much credit for sending the Owl Creek Bluff material to 
Conrad for description, when he (H ilgard) had material from 
the same site which Conrad was unable to come to Mississippi 
to see (Hilgard, 1860, p. 84; Hilgard, 190 I, p. 292). 

More recently, the separation between Dr. Spillman and 
the professionals has been further emphasized. As Soh! 
(1960, p. 5) has put it, "A great debt is due Dr. Spillman for 
his energy in collecting, for although he did not himself 
publish and was not a paleontologist [emphasis mine], he 
provided the impetus for the early study of the Cretaceous 
paleontology of Mississippi which no one else at the time 
could give." This status was also noted by Domning ( 1969, 
p. 387) in identifying Dr. Spillman as "the outstanding (in 
fact the only) amateur geologist in eastern Mississippi." Most 
recently, Dr. Spillman has been reduced to one of a number 
of·'Jocal hobbyists" who merely "wanted to have their finds 
identified" (Daly, 1992, p. 3). Th is kind of characterization 
unfairly belittles the importance ofhis work and his contribu
tion to science. 

CONCLUSION 

Much of the credit for early on placing the Cretaceous 
fossi ls of northeastern Mississippi on the scientific record 
goes to the man who, through years of research and collection 
and liberal communications with some of the best specialists 
of his day on his findings, made the material known - Dr. 
William Spillman of Columbus, Mississippi. 
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